This study explores the tensions inherent in place branding consulting, by problematising the prescriptive and functionalistic view of consultants that characterises the place branding literature. If consultants' pervasive impact on the contemporary place branding practice cannot be ignored, their fixed representation as powerful agents of top-down policies might limit more holistic accounts of consultancy practice. Indeed, consultants can find themselves mediating between bottom-up and top-down approaches to place branding. Thus, they can decide to promote more inclusive activities that give voice to local communities, while simultaneously addressing the needs of urban elites that are likely to pay the consultancy bill. Liminality is suggested as an appropriate idea to challenge role-fixity and appreciate the ambiguity of place branding consultancy. The study reports self-reflective accounts from a case study on Rio de 2 Janeiro, where the first author was involved in a three-year activity of working with stakeholders to stimulate a more inclusive public debate on city-brand management. Charting, snowballing, coopting consultants, informal advising, feeding and scientific arming are the six types of consulting practices of stakeholder engagement that the study identifies in order to offering a more nuanced representation of place brand consulting.
Introduction
With few exceptions (O'Shaughnessy & O'Shaughnessy, 2000; Hankinson, 2001) , the early literature on place banding has been heavily inspired by the work of business consultants (e.g. of stakeholders located at the top administrative level (usually national or local government bodies) and ascribes them the role of initiating, implementing and controlling the place brand management process. The task of stakeholder engagement is subsumed under these tasks, where the appointed stakeholders are responsible for incorporating a large number of supporting stakeholders at a later stage. This allows them to maximise the effectiveness of place branding programmes, with participation 'trickling-down' in a prearranged and 'engineered' manner.
A radically different approach has warranted growing attention in recent years (Aitken & Campelo, 2011; Braun, Kavaratzis & Zenker, 2013; Warnaby & Meadway, 2013; Insch & Stuart, 2015; Kavaratzis, 2017; Kavaratzis, Giovanardi & Lichrou, 2017) . The advocates of a bottom-up approach have directed resolute criticisms against some of the limitations of the topdown approach, including a lack of transparency, accountability (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2007) , democracy and even effectiveness (Insch & Stuart, 2015) . In particular, much importance has been placed on the linking of place branding activities to the expectations and actual needs of local communities, as a way to overcome some of these drawbacks. In response, advocates of a bottom-up approach argue for more inclusive, open and participatory methods to place brand development and assign citizens and local communities a more prominent position (Kavaratzis, 2012) . Such participatory planning methods challenge the widespread tendency to engage residents only when their presence is 'needed' to provide political legitimisation to fancy marketing promotional practices (see Kalandides & Colomb, 2010) .
Following suit, critical commentators have promoted an understanding of place brands as 'grass-root' identity platforms, which are negotiated and communicated via the engagement of citizens and are thus deemed to be more legitimate and effective than brands 'manufactured' by place managers in collaboration with marketing agencies. The benefits of a citizen-centred stakeholder engagement strategy have been demonstrated by Klijn, Eshuis and Braun (2012) , who show that the participation of a place's residents represents a crucial factor for increasing both the ownership of the brand and the communal sense of responsibility for its development (Braun et al., 2013; Insch & Stuart, 2015) .
Despite the differences of these two approaches, however, each one nonetheless seems to afford prominent roles to some specific place-brand stakeholder groups. While in a top-down approach, citizens and local communities are primarily treated as passive recipients or reluctant ambassadors of a largely 'monolithic' place branding strategy, a bottom-up approach empowers local communities who are able to articulate a vision for their place, thus giving them more autonomy in shaping more inclusive place brands. A similar role-based identification seems to be at work for business consultants, who are also included among those pivotal actors in place branding (Sarabia-Sanchez & Cerda-Bertomeu, 2016) , especially within the established the topdown approach (Kavaratzis, 2007) .
As was discussed in the introduction, business consultants are considered some of the most prominent trend-setters in the emerging scholarship and industry practice of marketing as it pertains to spatial and public realms (e.g. Olins, 2002; Dinnie, 2011; Anholt, 2016) . Business consultants, as a stakeholder group or entity, are among the main deliverers of place branding projects and are often understood as the leading actors that influence local and national governments in (re)allocating resources and deploying specific image-related policies. In this way, even critical accounts on place branding developed in human sciences have described consultants and consultancy firms' pervasive and leading impacts on the place branding practice, contributing to an understanding of consultants as powerful neoliberal agents of topdown policies (e.g. Jansen, 2008; Khamis, 2012; Aronczyk, 2008) .
Thus, on the one hand, it seems as if the authoritative character of place branding consultants cannot be entirely neglected. On the other hand, however, the fixed role of a consultant as a top-down agent, as they are typically ascribed in the literature, appears to be somewhat simplistic and might not necessarily apply to every case or situation. In other words, by frequently associating business consultants with top-down place branding schemes that restrict civic participation, the literature has contributed to an absolute view of consultants as representatives of a system of "consultocracy" (Saint-Martin, 2000) . This prescriptive and functionalistic view of consultants (see Werr & Sthyre, 2002) has so far dominated the literature on place branding, where local governments, business alliances and even local communities are considered vulnerable victims of consultants' rhetorical skills and policy prescriptions.
As of late, less deterministic and functional accounts of the role of consultants have emerged, primarily from the practitioners themselves in an attempt to reflect on their own business consultancy practices. Kalandides (2011) , for example, provides a critical assessment of a place branding strategy that he designed for the city of Bogotá (Colombia), following a successful competitive bidding process and the official appointment offered by Bogotá's city council. The implications of the turbulent political dynamics are identified as one element that challenges consultants' effort of pursuing a participatory approach to place brand design. Stubbs and Warnaby (2015) offer another illustration of the tensions specific to place branding practices from the perspective of a place branding consultant and an academic who jointly reported on their experiences from projects marketing the brands of select Scandinavian cities.
These seminal contributions indicate a slightly more holistic rendition of consultants' activities by acknowledging their more nuanced, interactive relationships with the sociocultural environment of the place and other stakeholders, such as representatives of local communities, local business gatekeepers and even academic researchers (Kavaratzis, 2015) . Moreover, these accounts show that political instability and the often, unrealistic expectations of public managers can undermine consultants' abilities to adequately fulfil optimistic place branding projects, which are far from being linear and technocratic processes.
In line with these recent works and in accordance with the general management literature that demonstrates how consulting practices tend to go beyond functional and scripted role-based models (e.g. Sturdy, 1997) , the present paper offers a more holistic examination of business consultants, as an important place brand stakeholder group. Using a case study approach, this study aims to unveil the complexities and "role ambiguity" (Le Feuvre et al., 2016, p. 61 ) associated with consultants' interactions with other stakeholders. However, before delving into the empirical findings, the next section provides a detailed discussion of the employed methodology.
Research approach and methods
This present paper adopts a case study research approach (Yin, 2013) in the form of an in-depth, longitudinal examination of a single case. Despite the fact that investigations of single cases can lead to a univocal evidence and biased views, analysing the interactions of business consultants with other place brand stakeholders in one city was considered the most appropriate way to conduct this interpretative case study research (McDonough & McDonough, 1997; Gerring, 2006) , since it has the potential to produce detailed, conceptual categories that can ultimately contribute to a rich theoretical discussion (see also Eisenhardt, 1989) . More specifically, this study comprises a thorough examination of a marketing practitioner's first-hand experience with identifying, engaging and collaborating with several place brand stakeholders in a Brazilian city, Rio de Janeiro. Consistent with the approach adopted by Le Feuvre et al. (2016) , this study benefits from the insider-position of the first author (marketing practitioner), who was able to uniquely acquire rich insights into different events, interactions and actions as they apply to consultants engaging in the process of stakeholder engagement.
Analysing first-hand consulting experiences gathered daily provided a unique opportunity to delve deeply into very specific accounts of place branding activities (Kalandides, 2011) . As noted by Vince and Reynolds (2009) , the philosopher John Dewey is probably the main source of inspiration for the contemporary debate on reflection in management studies. Accordingly, thought and action appear to be ideally connected and constitute the basis of the educational process (Dewey, 1916 in Vince & Reynolds, 2009 . Similarly, the notion of "methodological reflexivity" still plays a role in management studies (Johnson and Duberley, 2000) and commonly manifests as the figure of the "reflective practitioner" (Schön, 1983) , who has the ability to connect experience and the evaluation of that experience within a single dialogue; this applies to everyday situations, but can also occur retrospectively. In the context of the current study, tacit knowledge, as it relates to the practice of consulting, is connected with a reflexive understanding of those consulting accounts and actions.
The second author, in his role as academic researcher, played a major role in facilitating this reflexivity, given that his direct involvement with the relevant stakeholders in Brazil was more limited. Accordingly, the second author acted primarily as a sounding board during the process of analysis and during some stages of the data collection, which was carried out by the practitioner in Rio de Janeiro between 2012 and the first half of 2015.
Data collection occurred in two stages. The first took place from 2012 and 2015 and included participant observation in meetings with place brand stakeholders, discussions and negotiations on how to develop partnerships, joint projects and public events. Overall, these occasions included both formal and 'non-formal' business practices (Mu, Peng & Love, 2008) .
A diary was kept that included field notes, as well as a record of the email conversations between the two authors from 2012 and 2015. Altogether, these materials contributed to an amass of data that described the practices and processes of stakeholder engagement from the perspective of a business consultant engaging in their everyday business routines. The data gathered allowed an ongoing process of interpretive classification of the practices of place brand stakeholder engagement from the perspective of the consultant. This interpretive classification began when the participant observation was still taking place, resulting in provisional avenues for inquiry, tentative typologies and broader questions to be subsequently addressed in an interview-context, during the following stage of data collection.
The second stage included seven face-to-face, semi-structured interviews with place brand stakeholders who were identified during the first phase of data collection and some supporting archival research. The decision to integrate the observational data with interviews and archival research allowed for a more holistic understanding of the types of relationships among significant stakeholders and the nature of their interactions, which can be appreciated in Figure 1 . Thus, while the first stage of data collection provided an overview of place brand consulting, based almost entirely on a single practitioner's point of view, the interview phase allowed for a deeper understanding of consulting practices in the more general context of relationships among place brand stakeholders. The examination of official documents and media coverage also played a supporting role in evaluating the relational context in which the first author was immersed, as it aided the appreciation of consulting practices' discursive implications.
Interviews used broad and open-ended questions to focus on exploring the activities that place brand stakeholders are regularly engaged in. This allowed the respondents to answer freely and provide further clarifications on their respective involvement in place-brand related projects and on the nature of their interactions with other stakeholders (see Table 1 for the list of participants). Five of the interviews were conducted by the practitioner (first author) in Rio de Janeiro, and one was conducted by the academic (second author) via Skype; this was to alleviate any potential conflicts of interest between the first author and this participant, given their close collaboration on certain projects. The last respondent submitted written answers electronically in the form of an open-ended questionnaire due to many failed attempts to meet the participant in person. It proved somewhat difficult to recruit other participants to take part in the second stage of the data collection, given that some either declined or dismissed the invitation to take part in the research. Interviews lasted between 30 and 60 minutes, approximately, and were manually transcribed by the two authors. Even though the thematic insights emerging from the analysis of the interview transcripts was somewhat limited, coalescing the interviews with the participant observation data enabled the authors to outline the actor-network represented in Figure 1 and to grasp practitioner perceptions of the stakeholder interactions that characterise the scattered place brand management initiatives in Rio de Janeiro.
Subsequently, this classification was refined by the second author, who was able to tease out repetitive concepts and identify emerging patterns in the recorded materials. Following the thematic analysis (Bryman, 2005) , the recorded interactions were converted into a detailed typology of six practices that is crucial to understand the dynamics inherent in the process of multiple stakeholder engagement from a practitioner point of view. These practices were revisited by the first author (practitioner), who ensured the trustworthiness of the data analysis in terms of revisiting the data and confirming the typology. Ultimately, this typology set the foundation for a critical conceptualisation of the role(s) of place brand consultants, indicating the ambiguous nature of place branding consultancy.
Findings and Discussion

Rio de Janeiro: Fragmented place brand leadership and limited participation
Rio de Janeiro is a metropolis located in the South-eastern part of Brazil. Former capital of Brazil, it hosts more than 15 million inhabitants. In 2012, Rio de Janeiro was the first to be recognised by the UNESCO World Heritage Site for its "cultural landscape". In 2014 it hosted the FIFA Football World Cup and two years later hosted the Summer Olympic Games. The state of frenetic change characterising the urban landscape of Rio de Janeiro is a tangible proof of the entrepreneurial attitude of the local government, recently boosted by the international resources as a result of these two mega-events. This represents an interesting occasion of accelerated globalisation (Gaffney, 2010) that implies certain economic (Ritchie, 1984) and social (Hiller, 2000) ramifications which tend to follow mega-events for hosting cities. The context of Rio de Janeiro is particularly intriguing, not only to understand how host cities leverage and manage "reputational capital" or "product/place imagery" (Askegaard & Kjeldgaard, 2007) to capture tourists and financial flows (see Zhang & Zao, 2009 ), but also to assess the more contradictory aspects of place marketing activities and the often overlooked consequences of these initiatives (see for example Evans, 2003; Kalandides & Colomb, 2010) .
In fact, despite the many positive (albeit stereotypical) associations attributed to Rio de Janeiro, place branding in the city has often been discussed in terms of its exclusory effects (Broudehoux, 2001) , particularly its tendency to reproduce enormous social inequalities (Sànchez & Broudehoux, 2013 ) and manifestations of counter-branding (Maiello & Pasquinelli, 2015) . In the words of this public communication coordinator, "The world Cup was a huge success in terms of a footballing event, but I think Brazil as a country missed a huge opportunity to tell a new story about itself. All we got was more football, samba and bundas on the beach -for me it was incredibly lazy place branding" (interviewee no.
7)
A broad overview of the case study setting reveals that it shares many of the common characteristics that the place branding literature has previously reported in relation to relationship and leadership among place brand stakeholders (see Hanna & Rowley, 2011) . For example, some public organisation departments are trying to influence tourists' perceptions of the city with their policies (e.g. the City Image Department, International PR department).
Additionally, the presence of multiple private actors in the area of business (e.g. Federation of Industries of Rio de Janeiro) and education maintain ongoing relationships with both regional and local public administrations. It is worth noting that these public and private stakeholders belong to different administrative levels of regulation, i.e. local (e.g. local Rio businesses), regional (i.e. Regional Department of Culture) and national (i.e. Ministry of Tourism) levels.
The resulting picture of stakeholder configuration is in line with multi-scalar accounts of place brand territorial governance processes described by Giovanardi (2015) . activities. However, the landscape that the place brand stakeholder inhabits is contradictory: on the one hand, there are very few powerful institutional actors (e.g. the City Hall) controlling the city's resources and influencing the public agenda; on the other hand, there exists a plethora of other place brand stakeholders in the city, who altogether generate a contested urban terrain where the official industrial and commercial narrative, promoted by the public authorities, is often challenged by multiple groups and alternative narratives, leading to an myriad of rich, but sometimes conflicting place brand identities (Maiello & Pasquinelli, 2015) . As interviewee no. 6 describes it, by using an institutional language "the semiotic identity of the city is dispersed
This absence of an official platform to stimulate civic participation and incite inclusive public debates around place brand management in the city constitutes a main premise of the current study. Additionally, the contradictory nature of Rio as a place brand, characterised by both its stereotypical representations in the public eye and the fragmentation of its place brand leadership makes this city a particular fruitful case from which to study place branding.
Figure 1: Main place brand stakeholders in Rio de Janeiro
Working with place brand stakeholders: six practices
It is within the framework of fragmented place brand leadership and limited civic participation, presented in the previous section, that six types of consulting practices have been identified and contextualized, as they relate to stakeholder engagement. These practices were undertaken by the first author during her activities based on Rio and were not consecutive or mutually exclusive, but were conducted 'in parallel' rather than 'in series'.
Charting stakeholders
The literature recognises the significance of "the methods used to identify stakeholders, [and] their interests" (Hanna & Rowley, 2013 , p. 1787 . Charting stakeholders refers to the practice where business consultants systematically select stakeholders to involve in a certain project.
Mapping out relevant place brand stakeholders requires that the necessary background information be obtained via archival research in order to better understand the dynamics between different institutional actors. This process operates systematically from 'the general to the particular' and thus reflects some of the characteristics of a top-down approach, where relationships among business actors typically unfold linearly, from the top to the bottom of an organisational structure.
The practice of charting stakeholders in Rio de Janeiro revealed which institutional bodies were responsible for the key areas of expertise connected to "image-related" policies (Bellini, 2004) . Subsequently, these institutional bodies made up the relevant target groups for project pitching. For example, it was relatively obvious that the Municipal Government in Rio de Janeiro was behind the Strategic Plan 2009-2012, given that they were explicitly mentioned in the document. Yet, neither the "letter from the mayor" (Rio de Janeiro Strategic Plan, 2009-2012, p. 7) nor the list of officers who were supposedly involved in the strategic planning (p. 240) was sufficient enough to identify the most relevant decision maker(s) in the municipal government. Thus, the practice of charting stakeholders is merely a preliminary approach by which consultants can obtain information to formulate deductive assumptions about stakeholders' relevance as potential project funders.
Snowballing
The concept of snowballing serves as a metaphor that describes the less systematic and more spontaneous practice, whereby consultants identify and reach out to the place brand stakeholders that are considered as influential. Consultants typically rely on personal connections and their broader networks to 'scout' stakeholders that may not have been identified during the systematic practice of charting. Through snowballing efforts, practitioners can create meaningful connections that contribute to more inclusive debates on place brand management. As illustrated below in an email excerpt, the first author's personal networks in Rio de Janeiro were crucial to incorporating place branding themes in an independent TED Talk event and eventually influence the public agenda:
"Maybe you will find it bizarre, but a friend who is an official organiser of an independent TED event […] will organise one in February around the theme "Metropolis". This is to say that I spoke to him about you and suggest to invite you to give a speech" (e-mail excerpt from the first to the second author, 2 December 2013) Serendipitous encounters with the practitioner's personal connections and networks often led to unique collaborations with different organisations and individuals involved in grass-root type activities of place branding. In another example, the first author was invited to participate in a blog, which involved the collective reflection around Brazilian identity: Through the practice of snowballing, the first author was able to establish relevant connections with 'peripheral' stakeholders, who were often not belonging to the local public institutions of Rio. For instance, following the recommendation of a doctoral researcher met during a networking event, the first author got in touch with the "Rio Eu Amo Eu Cuido", a civic movement that devises campaigns that promote and sustain civic engagement within Rio de Janeiro and the local communities. Thinking this NGO deserved more attention within the public debate on city branding, the first author invited the NGO's Director to deliver a presentation during an international workshop organised in 2014 by her marketing agency. This allowed other influential stakeholders to appreciate and discuss the activities of "Rio Eu Amo Eu Cuido", which were then catapulted into the public agenda and promoted by the international workshop.
The practice of snowballing worked the other way as well, evidenced when the first author was invited to deliver a speech as a "place branding specialist" at a local festival organised in the district of Lapa, with the aim of sharing a unique perspective to the issues of "urbanism", "policies of territorial intervention" and "gentrification" (Facebook post by the event organiser, 13 March 2015). The utility of recommendations and unforeseen encounters is a crucial factor in building what Zontanos and Anderson (1999) call "entrepreneurial networking", which can contribute to make the process of stakeholder engagement dynamic.
Coopting consultants
A third practice of stakeholder engagement occurs when consultants join forces with other consultants who have similar interests in developing projects on place branding, urban marketing, and planning, for example. The notion of coopting entails getting others 'on-board', in order to extend a network that can result in shared efforts to engage relevant stakeholders and exploit joint business opportunities. It is possible to better appreciate the value of joint-ventures between consultants and private organisations when they are contextualised in a general framework of relations between public and private stakeholders, as illustrated below by one of the interview respondents: In a context where institutional discourses seem to encourage the emergence of synergies within the private sector, alliances with other consultants can occur both officially as well as more 'spontaneously'. As an illustration of the former, the first author's marketing agency collaborated with European consultants in order to consolidate the relevant expertise needed to effectively present communication projects in the local municipality of Rio. The benefits of this were two-fold. First on a purely functional level, these collaborations contributed to the joint provision of multiple services, and second, the company managed to increase its reputation and also the prestige of its consultants.
With regard to the more 'spontaneous' relationships emerging among the local consultants, the first author shared an established, yet informal repertoire with her former colleagues at other consulting firms, who provided long-lasting sources of social capital (see Grossetti, 2005, p. 292) . For instance, some of her former colleagues, who were active in the professional marketing associations, secured a guest lecturing position for the second author at a prestigious private Business School in Rio de Janeiro.
There is, however, a contradiction inherent in the practice of coopting consultants, which lies in the "coopetitive" character that characterises the dynamic between business actors (see Mariani & Kylänen, 2014) . The transparent and collegial attitude that business consultants express towards one another, evident, for example, when sharing ideas, can vary over time.
Indeed, aspects of competitiveness can manifest and, as a consequence, hinder the potential synergies between private stakeholders. The spirit of competition can encourage consultants to invest more time into actions that may "stimulate the immediate demand for their services" (Whittle, 2006, p. 425) , such as presenting pitches to institutional and 'high-scale' stakeholders: "And I also start noticing signs of competition in this, as far as place branding suppliers/specialists are concerned. In the end, who would not like to sign a strategy for the city?" (e-mail excerpt from the first to the second author, 13 November 2014) This excerpt recalls the first author's feelings of frustration, following a meeting held with a private sector organisation active in encouraging foreign tourism. Indeed, such feelings are common in the management literature on consultants (Whittle, 2006) and are in stark contrast with the spirit of civic engagement that emerges in the more open and inclusive practice of snowballing. These worries and fears that stem from the competitive practice of pitching clients are useful in introducing another practice, which touches more resolutely on the problems associated with dealing with stakeholders who are 'high-up' on the institutional hierarchy.
Informal advising
The practice of informal advising allows consultants to establish trust and acquire prestige in the eyes of influential stakeholders, by offering them a free 'trial' of consultancy services. In the context of Rio de Janeiro, the practice of informal advising occurred through both unofficial and personal consultations, whereby key stakeholders would ask for clarification, suggestions or third opinions about issues of tourism development and place brand management. The provision of informal advising took place in preliminary and follow-up meetings with stakeholders on a municipal, regional and/or national scale.
Further, this type of non-formal business activity was at times very demanding.
Consultants can feel that they are stuck in paradoxical situation, where they are expected to This uncertainty, resulting from a lack of clearly defined objectives, encouraged the first author and her team to admit and "accept what it is that they truly [did] not know" about the situation of their potential client (Schein, 1997, p. 206) . This reality, however, is part of a business consultant's job, that is, to "always be helpful", be patient and create conditions that empower the client(s) to eventually develop their focus (ibidem). From the point of view of consultants, instead, the practice of informal advising provides an opportunity to gain a holistic overview with regard to the public administration's sentiments towards issues of city reputation and image management. Thus, such can be viewed as an opportunity to get closer to the centre of political decision-making to eventually establish trust with key decision makers.
The quantity and quality of informal advising varies among the different stakeholders depending on their status and perceived institutional influence. Echoing the arguments proposed by Mitchell, Agle and Wood (1997) , the practice of informal advising reinforces a relational dynamic where consultants may be subordinate and prone to stakeholders who are perceived as powerful and influential. A less deferential practice of stakeholder engagement is illustrated in the following practice.
Feeding
Knowledge dissemination events, such as conferences and workshops, are widely used to inform, engage and empower place brand stakeholders in both the early and later stages of place branding initiatives (Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015) . In the case of this study, the first author put in a great deal of effort to attract the attention of public and private place brand stakeholders using an educational approach. A critical reflection on these effort reveals the paradoxical benefits associated with adopting an educational approach: one the one hand, these efforts enable consultants to address and involve more 'minor' stakeholders, publicising the debate on city branding; on the other hand, these educational events give consultants more proximity to certain key stakeholders that occupy strategic positions within the institutional hierarchy of the city.
With regard to the first benefit, a pedagogical commitment, i.e. public speeches in local events, forums and festivals in Rio de Janeiro (e.g. "Lapale' Festival", March 2015) and in other Brazilian cities (e.g. Florianopolis), helped generate the interest of place brand 'novices' towards best practices stemming from research (prevalently) based on Northern-European cities.
This was consistent with the first author's aim to stimulate public debate and, in particular, "making reflect on the brand 'Rio' or 'Brazil' (or the absence of a brand)" (e-mail message from the first to the second author, 17 June 2014). Other stakeholder groups were addressed through educational platforms including educational institutions, business professionals and students. For example, the first author was invited to develop two different course proposals about place branding to two higher-education institutions in Rio. Both attempts, however, were unsuccessful due to a lack of participant registration. In spite of the problems encountered in the direct delivery of educational services, however, these efforts engendered a passion and commitment from the first author, which she described in terms of "evangelisation", to communicate the complicated and meticulous character of educational dissemination activities.
Regarding the second benefit, participation in these educational events also worked as a means to gain national publicity and attract the attention of key public stakeholders, known for their capacity to fund large place branding projects. Such was the case at an international workshop organised by the first author in the autumn of 2014, which facilitated a more instrumental use of educational tools, where a "non-profit event" (invitation letter sent to invited speakers, 17 July 2014) became an opportunity for increased strategic public engagement:
"Our proposal about the workshop is going on.
[…] If it does finally turn into reality, it seems like a fantastic opportunity to disseminate the place branding thought and invite participants to define a distinctive strategy for Rio" (e-mail message from the first to the second author, 21 January 2014)
As an unexpected consequence of the promotion of this event, the Brazilian Minister of Tourism expressed his interest in taking part in the event as a guest speaker. Furthermore, through this major event, the first author and her marketing agency were able to collaborate with a key educational institution, which was in quite close touch with key decision makers within the local municipality. The proximity between the municipality and the institution is expressed in its director's own words:
"The City Council has invited me to be a member of a strategic committee, I mean, a committee In addition to the benefits of increased inclusivity and public participation, the practice of feeding also serves as a proxy for targeting stakeholders that are usually among the top players in a top-down approach, such as city councils and tourism departments. A similar ambivalence can be found in the last practice, which leverages the legitimating power of scientific discourse.
Scientific arming
As indicated in the previous section, the first author devoted a lot of energy in providing research-based evidence to public administration and trade associations about the opportunities and challenges of place branding projects, thus leveraging the role that scientific support can play in engaging place brand stakeholders. The international workshop organised by the first author is just one example denoting the practice of scientific arming, where consultants find support and legitimation in the methods and language of scientific research to acquire new customers and/or secure a top position among local business decision makers.
The practice of scientific arming was also facilitated by the first author's participation in a recognised international research organisation of place branding professionals and scholars based in Europe:
"One of the founders added me on Linked In and invited me to be part of the group of associate experts" (e-mail excerpt from the first to the second author, 20 November 2013) Belonging to this international research organisation provided the first author with a preferential route to the identification of some international researchers to invite for the workshop. The presence of the recognised international research organisation was also emphasised by the first author and her team as a main added value of the event for local stakeholders. Similarly, the presence of scientists was emphasized in press releases and, as a result, was prominent in the media coverage generated, which took note of the participants' academic affiliations and their research interests (article published on the business magazine "Propmark", 10 October 2014).
Despite these advantages, however, concerns about the interactions between commercial and academics have long been an issue in the public policy domain (Wood, 1998) . Some suggest that academic advisors can be used as scientific weapons by commercial consultants in order to more effectively "play the game" inherent in negotiations and decision-making processes within institutional settings. And yet, the practice of scientific arming also featured aspects that are not tightly linked to any immediate goal or generation of new business opportunities. As an illustration of this, a meeting organised by first author provided an opportunity to connect local researchers, working at that time on tourism and innovation, and the second author. "Interesting exchanges" (first author's e-mail message, 22 October 2014) and "future opportunities", such as the "Place Marketing/Branding Conference in Poland, May 2015" (first author's email message to local researchers, 24 October 2014) illustrate the importance attributed by the first author to the 'intrinsic' value of scientific knowledge on place branding, which can inform and empower consultants in identifying, for examples, best practices available in the literature and nurture relationships with academics (Kavaratzis, 2015) . 
Conceptualising the ambiguity of place branding consultancy
The six types of practices outlined in the previous section describe the interactions of "multiple stakeholder engagement" (also see Hanna & Rowley, 2011) , as experienced by the first author during her experiences in consulting in Rio de Janeiro. This section discusses the identified practices in relation to the previous research on place branding that has typically labelled business consultants as adherents to somewhat predictable, top-down and relatively exclusive practices. Consistently, the accounts that emerged from this particular case study in Rio de Janeiro illustrate a less deterministic and more nuanced representation of place brand consulting, with consultants making noticeable attempts to increase stakeholder engagement and spark more inclusive public confrontations on the subject of place brand management.
In order to better understand the value of the six identified practices, it is helpful to conceptualise them through two different dimensions that characterise their interactive nature:
(a) the socio-spatial proximity to the local context of Rio, spanning from the "logic of milieu" to the "logic of transterritoriality" (see Cova, Mazet & Salle, 1996) ; and (b) the schismogenetic nature of communication, spanning from "complementary" to "symmetric" (see Watzlawick et al., 2011) .
Figure 2: Conceptualising consultants' practices of stakeholder engagement
The six identified practices can be characterised by two different logics, which position consultants' work at the intersection of two complementary and relational geographies. As illustrated in Figure 2 , the practices of "snowballing" and "informal advising" largely follow the "logic of milieu" (Cova et al., 1996) , given their emphasis on socio-spatial proximity (e.g. the physical proximity between the first author and her former colleagues) and territorial embeddedness. From this perspective, the constraints and opportunities faced by place branding consultants are context (i.e. place) specific, since they largely depend on local modes of social regulation and expectations.
Alternatively, the "logic of transterritoriality" (Cova et al., 1996) entails "long distance systems of cooperation ties" characterised by a "lack of proximity between partners" (Camagni, 1994 , p. 36 in Cova et al., 1996 . As shown in Figure 2 , the practices of "feeding" and "scientific arming" follow the logic of transterritoriality, where places and organisations that are physically located in other continents (mainly in Europe) become socially connected to Rio de Janeiro through the liaising of the place brand consultants, who draw on international partnerships and research networks to conjure new energy and excitement into their projects.
The practice of "coopting consultants" is meaningful in this respect, featuring elements that belong to both logics. The fact that both local and external consultants work together indicates that generating and nurturing stakeholder commitment is not only physically manifested in Rio de Janeiro, but spans across a much wider spatial network that incorporates persons and ideas from many different countries.
The schismogenetic nature of communication is identified as a second dimension that is useful to compare the six practices. This is a concept that psychiatrist Paul Watzlavick borrowed from the anthropologist Gregory Bateson (1935) in the 1960s to describe the relationship between communication and power dynamics (see Watzlavick et al., 2011) .
According to thee authors, human communication illustrates (and simultaneously reinforces) social divisions and power structures. Watzlavick et al. (2011) further distinguishes between two main logics termed "symmetrical" and "complementary" communication, which essentially illustrate the ambiguous nature of consulting, which can be understood as both a propensity to increase inclusivity and a tendency to cater to a few influential stakeholders, with the overarching aim to connect a place (and its inhabitants) with knowledge networks that reach across national boundaries.
A fresh perspective of this duplicity may be cast through the concept of liminality (Czarniawska & Mazza, 2003) . Drawing from the anthropological work of Turner (1982) , the authors apply the notion of "liminal space" to understand consultancy as a "condition" of "transition", where role fixity is challenged and change is welcomed. From this lens, the apparent contrasting tendencies of consulting (i.e. facilitating stakeholder participation from the 'top-down' and the 'bottom-up') can be reconciled through a notion that Czarniawska and Mazza (2003, p. 272) identify as the "possibility of creation". Here, change is embraced and the agency of consultants is considered. Indeed, this finding is in stark contrast to the traditional deterministic accounts of consulting, that regard place brand consultants as rigid and unscrupulous executors of linear, top-down place branding campaigns. From this new perspective, we have an opportunity to mitigate, and even embrace, the tensions inherent in negotiations with different stakeholders (e.g. dominant vs subordinate; locally embedded vs international) that can eventually lead to experimentation of new approaches and unique collaborations. In particular, collaboration with academics, via international knowledge networks, events, conferences and public engagement activities can reach to local communities, as a first step towards their empowerment.
Notably, such a finding does not necessarily intend to promote a naïve view of 'good' or heroic consultants, but rather aims to challenge deterministic accounts of consulting that and the practice of place branding consultancy, empowering the consultants themselves to take charge of the opportunities that can arise from connecting the local interests of a city's well being with the transitional place branding practices available today.
However, this new perspective leaves several questions unanswered, which underpin some of the limitations of the present study. For one, the multiplicity of "client positions" (Alvesson et al., 2009) available to consultants when operating in the realm of place management can be very fascinating but also very contradictory. For example, in Rio de Janeiro, consultants often explicitly focused on "primary clients", namely the members of organisations who pay the consultants' bills (Schein, 1997, p. 203) . More attention should have been paid in understanding all the local communities "whose welfare must be considered" in consultancy interventions (ibidem). In other words, in a place characterised by social inequalities, fragmented place brand leadership and remarkable manifestations of counterbranding, a more critical and thorough application of the practice of snowballing would have been appropriate. For example, how are different local districts in Rio dealing with problems of territorial stigmatisation? Is it possible to create synergies about the different local festivals where issues of urban regeneration are discussed? Can consultants have a role in facilitating a more organic discussion on local communities discontent? Can this process of inclusive reflection be truly supported by public authorities, or simply high-jacked? Far from being exhaustive, these questions show the traditional tendency to "search for a client" and the established practice to fine-tune a project proposal for the needs of one influential institutional actor might not always be appropriate for contemporary place branding.
Resonating with the spirit of Alvesson et al. (2009) , much effort is needed to problematise Schein's concept of the "ultimate client" and to determine whether or not the widely accepted terminology (i.e. "consultant" and "client") contributes to an appropriate representation of the dynamics that actually take place among several social actors comprising a multi-level place brand governance. Issues of context-dependency are also important, and further research is needed to compare different types of place branding consultancies across different sociopolitical and institutional settings.
The present study responds to Kavaratzis (2015) 's call for a more integrated exchange between theory and practice in place branding. In addition to the joint authorship, involving both a practitioner and an academic, the three-year self-reflective account of a consulting experience in Rio de Janeiro emphasised the importance of knowledge networks as a "route to knowledge exchange" between practitioners and scholars (see also Hughes at al., 2008) .
International knowledge networks can contribute to the empowerment of commercial consultants and, arguably, lead to a consultancy model that deviates from the traditional quickfix policy recipes proposed by marketing management 'gurus', to reflect one that represents consultants as self-reflective and critical practitioners (Kalandides, 2011) , acutely aware of the contradictions characterising their profession.
